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Abstract

ABSTRACT

This study seeks to shed light on the impetus behind the development of the distinctive
ringed form of the early Irish High Cross. This will be achieved through an investigation of
the High Crosses from within the wider tradition of early medieval standing stones. It is
proposed that High Crosses represent 2 communication innovation which was tailored for
an Irish audience. From this perspective, the crosses’ discourse as media within a
communication system will be explored. This will involve an examination of: the cross
form as a medium choice; identification and goals of their creators; the audience and their
requirements; issues relating to the communication and interpretation of their messages; and
considerations of the socio-cultural context in which we find them employed This
investigation of the crosses as medium centres on exploration of the early Irish Christian
goal to orientate Irish society within the Christian cosmos. The result of this investigation
will provide an explanation for the continued development and evolution of the High

Crosses as medium, and an answer to the question: Why build an Irish High Cross?
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QOhuotes

QUOTATIONS

“We may not share experiences, but we can share symbols’

Into the Looking Glass Wood, Alberto Manguel, 1999

“The purpose of a sign is to supplement the ideas of life of which I, the interpreter, am a part —
ideas which I have drawn directly from my own life — with a copy of a scrap torn out of another’s
life, or rather from his panorama of all life, his general view of life, and I need to know just where

on my own panorama of universal life I am to insert a recopy of this copied scrap’

Charles Pierce, 1907

‘He had bought a large map representing the sea,
Without the least vestige of land:

And the crew were much pleased when they found it to be a map they could all understand.

“What’s the good of Mercator’s North Poles and Equators, Tropics and Meridian Lines?”
So the Bellman would cry: and the crew would reply

“They are merely conventional signs!™

Lewis Carroll, Fit the second, Hunting of the Snark, 1876

‘The populace is by nature fickle; it is easy to persuade them of something, but difficult to

confirm them in that persuasion’.

The Prince, Machiavelli
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Introduction

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this study centres on an elementary question, why did the early Christian Irish
build the High Crosses? To date most studies have focused on the ‘what’ and ‘when’ of High
Crosses, with these questions dominating the body of scholarly research. The majority have
focused on defining and categorising the development and diversity of the High Crosses.
Historically, studies were hindered by the availability of information and lack of a complete
corpus of the Irish High Crosses. As a result, much of the initial work in this field has tended to
focus on the ‘more interesting’ scriptural crosses rather than the broader range of cross
morphology and decoration. Some of these issues have been addressed by the publication of
Harbison’s 1992 Iwonographic and Photographic Survey of the Irish High Crosses (IHCPS) and more
recent regional archaeological surveys. Furthermore, many of these studies have been content to
leave its form — as a self-evident proclamation of Christianity — to speak for itself. This thesis
secks to reexamine Irish High Crosses by exploring the ‘why’, by whom’ and ‘for whom’
questions in more detail. To facilitate this line of enquiry a shift in perceptions of the crosses in

terms of their development and the context that we find them is needed.

Broadly, this investigation will involve exploring what characteristics define and differentiate the
morphology of the High Crosses within Ireland. This will include contextualising this by an
examination of the implications of the introduction of the High Crosses into a preceding
tradition of standing stones and their relatively unexplored role as a public medium at this time.
The impact, from this perspective, on the High Crosses’ initial construction and development has
not been fully investigated as shall be demonstrated. While the focus of this study will be on the
role of the Iris h cro sses — and as aresult, t he particular ci rcumstances that surround the
establishment of the Christian church in Ireland - it is also important to recognise that
neighbouring cultures in the insular region had their own freestanding cross traditions. I t is likely
that while there was a unique Irish expression of High Crosses that there was some cross-

fertilisation in techniques, usage and symbolism between these different traditions.

The nature of the Irish High Cross form as an indigenous development will be explored but this
line of thought does not shed much light on the impetus for why they were built. While the High
Cross form, as 2 monument, was ‘original’ to the region it shows influences from other Christian
centres — especially the east. The expression of this tradition can be shown to be unique to
Ireland but many of its defining features cannot be considered original. The strong connection
of the High Cross and primary Christian symbolism from the east shall be developed across the
different chapters of this study.  The importance of this eas tern Christian symbolism, in

particular the symbolism associated with the location and structures of the Holy Sepulchre, in
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driving the coherency of the High Cross form and usage will be discussed at the conclusion of
this study. The aim of this research will be to explore and reevaluate these connections based on
a clearer understanding of the Irish context of their development. While eastern influences can
be demonstrated to be key drivers in the development of the High Cross form there are local
factors that need equal consideration in the development and refinement of this tradition. This
can be achieved by contextualising the High Cross within the preceding and concurrent use of
other standing stones and cultural changes occurring in early Christian Ireland. These other
stones appear to have had a variety of purposes and communications abilities that can offer
insights to the utility of the High Crosses. What set the High Crosses apart from these traditions
are several factors: their monumental size, the complexity of their construction, the relatively
consistent use of symbolic form, and their introduction of figurative and aniconic decorations to
communicate. Additionally, the contexts that we find them indicate a variety of uses — possibly
in common with other freestanding crosses. Significantly, these public artefacts were viewable by

a broad audience and this affects how we should perceive their role in socio-cultural discourse.

One of the main areas of research into the High Crosses is the question of the origins of the
tradition itself.  This consists of two main areas of focus: firstly, where did the tradition of
erecting monumental crosses originate; and secondly, where did symbolism of the ringed cross
motif originate and why was it developed? This thesis shall forward new interpretations of both
of these questions based on the findings from the proceeding discussion. The conclusions shall
demonstrate that the correlation between these two areas of investigation have not been explored
extensively in terms of explaining the continued development of the monumental ringed cross
form. As stated, while the ringed High Cross is closely associated with Ireland, monumental
crosses are also found in neighbouring cultures and other Christian centres on the continent and
the east. Furthermore, the ringed cross motif —of which there are many variations and
expressions — ate found in other contexts of use independent of the freestanding cross form.
This study will seek to clarify the meaning associated with the ringed cross motif so that this
explains both its adoption for the High Cross form but also accounts for its popularity and
longevity in other Christian centres. The relationship of the symbolism of this motif and the
High Cross and its subsequent development as a monumental tradition is not one that has been
explored fully with the aim of explaining their purpose. Part of exploring this symbolic
cortelation involves evaluating the view, proposed in this thesis, that since the crosses were built
in this specific form, this choice of form can best be comprehended from understanding the
symbolism of the cross morphology — not just the ringed cross but the composite symbolism of

the cross morphology as a complete entity'. The originality of the High Cross is found less in the

! Since symbols are polysemous (Hodder 1987:3) and often not limited in use to one interpretation it is
important to recall that meaning resides in the system of relationships that they are used for rather than in
the symbols themselv es (Tilley 1996:173)
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monumental form, but more in the way that its morphological features were assembled and

developed for specific purposes.

Traditionally, with the focus being on the more decorated and developed cross forms, High
Crosses are considered to be either ‘Scriptural Crosses” or less developed. These perceptions are
also driven to some extent by morphological characteristics such as perforated ringed crossheads
- a large proportion of the High Crosses have solid ringed heads - that show greater
sophistication in construction techniques; these more architectural forms also account for the
majority of the crosses with more developed plastic figurative iconic depictions. What has not
been satisfactorily explored is why these specific developments were adopted. This thesis takes
the view that the High Cross development towards more complex monumental morphologies
represent the evolution of the High Cross as a medium and its usage as such?. However, to
borrow a clarification of the definition of evolution from the biologist Matt Ridley, evolution as a
process is to ‘solve a problem™. If we perceive the experimentation with the cross-form from the
earlier crosses as evidence of evolution, it raises the question of what was the problem(s) they
were trying to solve. We can see evidence of structural advancements and the emergence of a
more unified and coherent cross form as the cross tradition matures. Possibly this might be
attributed to a refinement in techniques, tools and materials. However, at the same time the
cross as a communication platform also appears to be undergoing a concurrent, and possibly
independent, evolution from aniconic decoration to the highly figurative and more naturalistic
plastic iconographic panels found on later crosses*. It is important to recognise what was driving
these changes: specifically, what structural and communication problems were ‘solved’ by the
continued development of the crosses beyond merely aesthetic considerations? These questions
can be answered in part by exploring what morphological and symbolic features were developed
from the start of the tradition; which features were not; and what innovations were implemented
by the time that ‘Scriptural Crosses” were developed. An understanding of these changes are

fundamental to addressing the ‘why’ question.

Furthermore, by presenting a contextual appraisal of influences in their evolution this might offer
new insights into what was driving experimentation and changes in their development. Central to
this contextual reevaluation are three premises that need to be tested: First off, that the crosses
show considerable development over time corresponding with significant social, cultural,
economic and spiritual changes in Ireland. Second, can they be evaluated by their role as a

communication medium rather than as a work of art? Subsequent to this, in order to answer why

2 The argument for not seeing the development of the High Crosses as solely an art style on aesthetic
grounds will be developed across the course of this study.

¥ Ridley (1993:31) * Evolving is not a goal but a means of solving a problem’

4 The contexts and locations that we find these more developed crosses also change compared to other
freestanding crosses, often corresponding with changes in the nature and relationship to its community.
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they were built, the question of why other artefacts or forms were not considered in preference
must also be addressed. Third, considering that they represent an ‘original’ form of public
monument in the region, understanding why they were built necessitates an understanding of
both whom they were built by and who they were built for and the relationship between these

forces in order to develop an understanding of the communication context and discourse.

Contextually, the emergence of the High Cross tradition it is only one element of a diverse range
of changes that were occurring in Ireland at this time. There were other socio-cultural, economic
and spiritual changes that were effecting not only Ireland but also the rest of Europe and the
Fast. However, what was different for Ireland compared to other parts of Europe and Britain is
that it had not been exposed to direct Roman settlement. The era of the introduction of
Christianity bought with it significant socio-cultural changes such as a shift from an oral culture
to a literate one. There are many challenges that must have eventuated from a communications
point of view, and the task involved in translating® and tailoring the introduction and education

of a new belief system based on the written word.

What were the High Crosses meant to communicate? By disassembling the many secular and
ecclesiastical purposes attributed to the High Crosses one gets the impression that they were
intended to communicate more than one message®. The delivery of these messages appears to
have been tailored to the specific requirements of an Irish audience. The High Crosses
functioned as a versatile communication system that can be shown to be capable of
communicating disparate and thematic messages without contradiction or diminishing the
medium — the cross itself. Furthermore, the coherency of these messages appears united by the
symbolism of the structure of the cross itself. However, the utility of the High Cross was not
limited to a single function like some of the simpler freestanding stones that can be found in
similar contexts. The High Crosses can be demonstrated to have secular uses - political, social

and economic as well as obvious prominent spiritual roles. Notably, the combination of these

5 Keeping in mind the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (Whorf 1956) purports that the language we use determines
the way we think about the world. With this in mind, different cultures perceive the world in different
ways and presented challenges of expression that might have contributed to driving communication
innovations. Ong (1982), to be discussed following, has detailed the challenges of communication between
oral and literary cultures and the differences in how information is expressed.

6 These messages might have been communicated in different forms by the cross, eg. a figurative
iconographic depiction might have been created to educate a Christian parable, but the crosses location
within the community might have a different and unrelated role. The capacity of the crosses to
communicate more than one type of message will be discussed later in this study. Additionally, while we
might have had functional roles they are also to be considered as active participants in the material culture
of the time. Their role in society, as shall be developed, might be defined by how they interact with
different parts of society rather than just being a transmitter of verbal meanings. As with all symbols, they
gain their meaning not from themselves but in their relationships with other symbols, uses and associations
within discourse.
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functions varies between crosses and regions, which indicate to some extent the independence of

their creators, but this renews questions about what was guiding the consistency in their form.

Since the High Crosses signify a medium choice and represent a considerable investment for the
carly church and their patrons, evaluating them against the competitive context of other public
media of the time sheds new light on their usage and importance. It can be demonstrated that
while clearly differentiated from other standing stones, on morphological and symbolic grounds,
they appear to share many of the functions of both non-Christian and freestanding Christian
stones. There are also functions in comparison that the High Crosses are not used for that are
illuminating. Therefore, while they do not represent a physical evolution directly from cross-slabs
they might be considered an evolution in terms of functional uses. A clearer understanding of
the relationship between these classes of artefacts will facilitate for a better understanding of the

impetus behind the creation and usage of the High Cross and their continued development.

HIGH CROSS AS MEDIUM: A COMMUNICATION MODEL

This study seeks to change perspectives on how the Irish High Crosses are viewed by examining
them as an integral part of the evolving communications media array that was employed by the
early Irish church. The communication innovations implemented by the early church can be
demonstrated to be as much a revolution, from an Irish perspective, as an orderly evolution. In
terms of how this approach shall be structured in this study, will be to investigate the High
Crosses as medium against a communications model. The aim of this is to present a holistic view
of the High Crosses from a communications systems perspective; and in order to accomplish
this, it is useful to briefly examine the strengths and weaknesses of different communication
system models that might be adapted for this study. Historically, the analysis of the crosses has
focused around simplistic models of sender / message / receiver or in this case Church /
Christianity / Christians. In order to gain a deeper appreciation of the motivations for why the
High Crosses were built, 2 more complex communications systems model needs to be adopted.
However, it has to be recognised that the type of model adopted has implications and limitations
in terms of what information is presented and analysed. The following section briefly outlines

the rational for the adoption of a specific communications model for this study.

Shannon and Weaver (1949) introduced a highly influential and widely used sransmission model that

followed a linear or chain process to describe the communications process’. This model consists

7 This model was created to assist in the construction of a mathematical theory of communication —
developed to assist their work in radio and telephone - and reflects the physical manifestation of a wire
signal rather than the nature of men tal communication covered in this research.
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of a source / message / transmitter / signal / channel / receiver / message / destination®.
However, this model has several limitations that have been identified by subsequent
developments in this field. From a meaning or semiotic perspective it fails to account for the
motivations of both the sender (creator) to create the message and the receiver (reader).
Additonally, it does not account for other factors that have a bearing on the motivations of
creator and reader in terms of the context of communication: social, political, cultural or religious

factors all might have an impact on the communication process (Watson and Hill 1989: 149).

The transmission model also gives an unbalanced impression of communication as being
segmented and unilateral rather than a composite event of many different contributing elements.
A problem with this is it implies that the receiver in any communication is a passive participant!’.
The focuses of more recent studies have been to see any communication process as more
interactive and circular in nature (N6th 1990: 176)".  Another limitation of the linear model is
that it has been crtisied for not placing the correct emphasis on the encoding and decoding of
the message (Hall 1980: 129) which is not always a uniform process as is implied in the
transmitter model. The ability of the reader to decode the message is not always equal to the way
it was encoded. Therefore, receiving information does not necessarily imply comprehension.
This disparity between the abilities of creator and reader can affect the communications ability to

create a ‘meaningful discourse’ (Hall 1980: 130).

Subsequent developments in communication and information theory have introduced other key
concepts not featured in the Shannon and Weaver model. There has been a redefinition of the
concept of the channel as the medium!2. Another important development has been the concept

of ‘feedback’, which represents the sender’s monitoring, and adaptation of his or her own

8 In this transmitter model the source decides which message to send/ produce; the transmitter encodes the
message into a signal; the channel represents how the signal is transmitted; the receiver decodes the
message from the signal; the destination where the message arrives. A sixth element moise is attached to the
signal to introduce the possibility of interference in the reception and decoding of the message, such as bad
lines, background noise while talking on a phone. In the case of the crosses, this could be weathering of
the panels, bad lighting or even the viewer’s eyesight. From a semiotic perspective, Sebeok (1985: 452)
identifies ‘noise’ as ‘differences berween input and output...which can, however, be counteracted by
‘redundancy’. Redundancy is ‘a property assigned to a source by virtue of an excess of rules whereby it
becomes increasingly likely that mistakes in repetition will be minimised”.

? However, Sebeok (1985) does use a similar transmission model to identify the role of semiotic processes
within a communication system.

10 Fiske (1982: 7) cautions that in this regard it is possible that Shannon and Weavers model makes
communication appear as manipulation or propaganda.

1 Nath (1990: 174) also notes that from a semiotic perspective, this communication model does not
illustrate the transmission of signs (mental concept) but of a signal (a physical one).

12 “The technical or physical means of converting the message into a signal capable of being transmitted
along the channel’ (Fiske 1982: 18). This combines aspects of Shannon and Weaver’s transmitter, channel
and receiver (N6th 1990:175).
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message by observation of its effects on recipients’ (N6th 1990: 178)¥%.  While there are
limitations to the use of any communications model, they are useful and constructive in
developing an understanding of a communications system (Hall 1980: 128)".  Alternative
communications models and their development have been discussed detail by Noth (1990), Fiske
(1982), Watson, and Hill (1989)'5. Since the basis of this thesis is in part archaeological evidence,
this supports a structural approach and any model adopted should reflect this. This suggests that
a model that acknowledges some of the developments to the Shannon and Weaver model could
be adapted to offer a framework for investigation of the High Crosses and allow for more
flexibility where information areas might be incomplete than a model that structures

communications as a composite event't,

This study shall proceed on an adapted linear model along the lines of Shannon and Weaver’s'".
This model is illustrated in Figure 253. This brief overview of these different models for
exploring the anatomy of communication systems raises some of the key areas that are
investigated in this study to explore why High Crosses were developed. In order to understand
the role of the High Crosses within the communication system it is important to understand: the
nature of their production; their characteristics as a medium and how it evolved, including the
context that we find them. With this in mind, 2 communication system model for the High
Cross could be described as following: the information source as creator (s) who express a

message'®; which in encoded to a visual channel using sculpture as a ‘representational media’

13 Also discussed by Fiske (1982: 21), as an important factor to be considered and accounted for in any
communication model.

14 ¢ it is also possible (and useful) to think of this process in terms of a structure produced and sustained
though the articulation of linked but distinct moments...This would be to think of the process as a
‘complex structure in dominance’ sustained through the articulation of connected practices, each of which,
however, retains distinctiveness and has its own specific modality, its own forms and conditions of
existence’ (Hall 1980: 128).

15 Watson and Hill (1989: 45) explore twelve other prominent communications models in more detail
Another important model is that of Roman Jacobson (1960) whose model secks to understand
communication as a composite system and identifies the role of addresser and address in more detail.
Advantages of this model are that it also recognizes the role of context and code in the communication
process. This model has been adapted for other studies in the human ities from an implicit model of verbal
communication. However, a limitation of Jacobson’s methodology is that it does account for the human
within the communication process being as much a product of the language used, as they are the users of it
as within that communication system. A more detailed exploration of this model can be found in Waugh
(1985: 143-168) and N6th (1990:185).  Jacobson’s recognition of the importance of context to a
communication can also be found in other post-Shannon and Weaver models (Watson and Hill 1989: 14,
77,113, 143, 147).

16 While this study will focus on one model, different models, with different emphasis, could provide
different insights into the communication process.

17 It should be noted that it is the view of this thesis that the crosses were polysemic and the adoption of
this model is to be reflective of the overall communication system of the crosses as a medium with an aim
of simplification. By connecting the source to receiver in Shannon and Weaver’s model a simple schemata
can be maintained that allows for audience ‘feedback’ to be accounted for.

1 An issue that will be explored more fully in the following chapters is the nature of the creator(s). The
relationship between possible participants in the creative process of constructing the High Cross is unclear.
This could have involved secular patrons actively involved in the design, different levels of coordination

10
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(Fiske 1982: 18); this signal (physical form of the encoded message — aniconic or iconic
representations) is then decoded ' by the reader. Another consideration is the compatibility of
the codes used between creators and audience comprehension of both the new medium and the
message needs to be investigated?. The nature of the relationship between the creator and the
audience and the independence of interpretation of the Christian message also needs to be
explored. Related to this, what is the role of ‘feedback’ from the audience and what influence
does this have in drving the evolution of the crosses? Finally, there is a need to establish an
understanding of the context of both the creator and the audience — physically and mentally.
This can be achieved by exploring areas of differentiation and complementarity between these
groups. Since the crosses were possible tools for conversion we cannot assume that they could
be initially read with competence. What is of interest to this study is that that it can be shown
that the early church was adept at integrating and adopting local meanings and associations to
reach new audiences. To what extent the early church adapted features of non-Christian
communications systems are unknown. If the aim of communication is to create ‘meaningful
discourse’ the focus of any discussion in this area has to recognise that any medium not only
presents communication but also acts as an intermediary; actively maintaining relationships and
interaction, in this case between the community comprised of secular and religious institutions

and its audience.

As has been discussed there are limitations of adopting any communications systems model in
establishing an understanding of the linear relationship of creator/cross (as medium)/ reader.

Another important dimension is a vertical axis of the relationship of this cross to other standing

and participation from within the church, and similarly from the artists themselves. As shall be discussed,
evidence from the crosses is not consistent with highly complex thematic decorations being found on
some crosses and elementary errors occurring on other crosses. Reflecting on this model, they are closer
to how modern advertising is constructed: a message is coded into pictures by a team, which is approved
by a client and then exposed to an audience with a specific purpose in mind (Sonesson 1994:334).
However, procedurally a creative process resulting in the production of a High Cross can be expected to be
different. Wesley and MacLean’s (1957) mass communication model allows of an editorial function.
However, the medium it attempts to model is more renewable than the crosses set in stone. Nadin (1990)
has created models to describe the semiotics of any design process that accounts for the collaborative
creative approach allowing reciprocal interaction to account for user ‘feedback’. The complexity and
information requirements of his model make it unsuitable for this study.

19 Halls (1980: 131) view that this process is not always accomplished perfectly has already been discussed
above. The model illustrates the transfer of information not comprehension (Shannon and Weaver 1949:
8). Additionally, Ang (1996) has challenged transmission models because they assume that a successful
communication is normal in context where commonality of meaning cannot be taken for granted. It
should also be noted that the High Crosses had different audiences, as shall be developed and allowing for
different levels of interpretation could be possible. From a semiotic perspective, meaning is not the just
found in the message but in the interpretation by the reader, which means that, the creator is not the sole
creator of meaning. Chapter Six shall explore the concept of ‘aberrant decoding’ (Eco 1965: 105) to study
the implications of problems caused by a less than perfect decoding and the implications this had for the
early church in controlling their message.

3 Additionally, this study will seek to identify possible ‘noise’ that might have affected this communication
process.
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stones and similar High Crosses. This ‘intertextuality’?! between freestanding crosses has
significant implications in terms of how they were read and used, especially considering the
concept of ‘feedback’, when the model above is taken into consideration. This new axis involves
changing the focus of the discussion of the crosses from the physical medium of communication
to the more semiotic tertitory of how the messages meaning were coded and decoded. It is not
unreasonable to assume that there were different levels of ‘readers’ who were capable of
decoding the crosses at different levels of competence?. It is also likely that an audience familiar
with non-Christian standing stones might carry over expectations of that media-type to the
crosses. Raising the question of how the church was able to guide and control this decoding or
interpretive process on a public medium®. Part of this can be inferred from the frame of the
message in the cross form, intertextual associations to other crosses and possibly adopting
systems that guided both interpretation and as a result creation?. This more semiotic line of
enquiry will be explored in more depth in Chapter Six where the artefact as text (independent of

author) shall be given greater consideration.

However, it must be recognised that there is a great deal of differentiation in the expression of
cross forms: their scale and complexity of their morphology the most noticeable. This does not
appear to detract from the observation that the message was framed by a prime Christian symbol.
It is important to recognise that as McLuhan (1964) has pointed out that ‘the medium is the
message’ and this means that in semiotic terms the ‘text’ is not neutral. In this case, not only has
the medium become the message but also to some extent, they are interchangeable. What is read
from the crosses would have been influenced by the medium. The cross form shows evidence of
both consistencies and evidence of experimentation that reflect these considerations. Central
symbolic elements of the cross appear to have remained central to the High Cross construction

but their expression by the artists was individual. This means that while elements such as the

21

21 “Intertextuality’ is a term attributed to Julia Kristeva (1980), which describes the influence of the
components of one fextual systens upon another, ‘the transposition of one of more systems of signs into
another, accompanied by a new articulation of the ennunciative or denotative position’ (Kristeva 1980: 15).
Culler (1981: 114) clarifies the role of ‘intertextuality’ as having, ‘a double focus. On the one hand, it calls
our attention to the importance of prior texts, insisting that the autonomy of texts is a misleading notion
and that work has the meaning it does only because certain things have previously been written. Yet in so
far as it focuses on intelligibility, on meaning, ‘intertextuality’ leads us to consider prior texts as
contributions to a code which makes possible the various effects of signification. Intertextuality thus
becomes less a name for a work’s relation to particular prior texts than a designation of its participation in
the discussive space of a culture: the relationship between a text and the various languages or signifying
practices of a culture and its relation to those texts which articulate for it the possibilities of that culture’.

2 Schapiro (1963: 181; 1973:38) discusses the concepts of different audiences receiving different messages
from the same piece of art in more detail.

2 Since the crosses were a public medium it should be expected that meaning drawn from them might
have a more collaborative takeout with insights and questions by other participants at a reading
contributing to what was decoded.

2 Eco (1976:134) introduces the concept of orerading of messages to structure the interpretation of
messages. Additionally, Kress and Van Leewen (1996) provide an extensive discussion of different
‘compositional codes that help guide interpretation within visual communications,
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cross base, shaft and ringed-head remain consistent, how they look differs between crosses.
What unites these elements has only been the discussion of relatively recent studies and many of

these theories have not been challenged in-depth.

Part of the problem in any research on the Irish High Crosses is how to disambiguate and
understand what unites all the different factors that appear to drive their development.
Preceding studies have focused on the development of its form seeking to tackle the issue of its
originality. However, it should be noted that while elements of the Irish High Cross were
consistent there does not appear to have been any centralised coordination of their construction
between regions. There was not a definitive model or template that was being followed. The
development of the Irish High Crosses form appears to have been driven by different individuals
or possibly workshops producing their own expressions of a shared mental concept in different
regions and times, rather than attempting a faithful facsimile of a known artefact. In contrast to
this, the use of iconographic panels, and the themes depicted, remains relatively constant. This
thesis will attempt to explain what was uniting these three independent developments: of the

medium, its signals and the comprehension of its messages.

This concludes the overview of the key areas and questions that this thesis shall explore. The
structure of this discussion, predicated on the modified transmission model, is detailed in the
following section of this introduction. This is followed, in Chapter One, by an overview of
Ireland at the time of the High Crosses development and a historical review of studies on High

Crosses.
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THESIS OVERVIEW

This study is arranged in six parts: the first part, Chapter One, introduces Ireland at this time and
a presents a historical review of studies into the High Crosses. Chapter Two investigates
scholarly discussion of the construction of the High Crosses and its symbolism. The subsequent
chapters attempt to investigate the High Crosses from the perspective of the communications
systems model detailed above. The second part, Chapters Three and Four, explores both the
creators and patrons who were collectively the authors of the crosses. The third part, Chapter
Five, investigates the High Cross as a medium choice or channel for communication and the
context we find them. The fourth part, Chapters Six and Seven, explores the nature and needs of
the audience of the crosses and the impact this had on the development of this medium. The
final section, Chapter Eight, concludes this study by investigating what unites all of these separate

factors resulting in the High Cross tradition — why they were built.

Chapter One: Early Christian Ireland

This chapter outlines the social, cultural, religious and economic changes that were occurring in
Ireland at this time. It also provides a brief introduction and definition of the High Cross in
relation to other standing stones. The second part of this chapter provides an overview of the

history of scholatly research into the High Crosses.

Chapter Two: Form and Symbolism

This chapter will review and discuss scholarly research on the origins and evolution of the High
Cross morphology. This shall be from both developmental and symbolic perspectives. This
discussion has been structured around the discreet morphological elements of the cross form
since ultimately the symbolic focus of this study is more concerned about what unites the
different functional aspects of the cross form. This facilitates a more detailed discussion of the
entire corpus of High Crosses to be discussed. The first half of this chapter shall focus on the
structural distinctiveness of the crosses and their development. The second part of this chapter
focuses on the possible symbolic influences or models for their ‘original’ form. This will involve
reevaluating current thinking and associations of meanings with the cross-in-circle motif within
the broader Christian context. Additionally, this will seek to differentiate the development of the
High Cross tradition from other standing stones and establish a context for re-evaluating the
influence of eastern sources on their development; in particular the adoption of prime Christian

symbolism of the Holy Sepulchre.
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Chapter Three: The Construction of the High Cross: Forms and Techniques

In order to establish a better understanding of why the High Cross was chosen over other forms
of public monuments this chapter investigates the High Crosses in terms of structural and
technical developments. Technical limitations inherent with this choice of medium will also be
explored. The relative roles of the artist, directors and patrons of the construction process will
also be examined in order to determine the relationship of message selection, expression and
medium choice. This will assist in understanding the nature of the message transmitted,

limitations of the medium and how this was communicated.

Chapter Four: Context of High Cross Construction

This section seeks to broaden on the understanding of what messages the High Cross were
expected to be able to deliver. The previous chapter indicated that the artist might not be
integrally involved in the message selection. With this in mind, this section seeks to describe the
pre-Christian belief system and the barriers and opportunities that the early Church faced in
communicating its teachings. It is also important to establish an understanding of how the
impact of non-Christian associations with standing stones changed the expression of what and

how the Christian message was altered in terms of Cross construction.

Central to understanding the environment and factors that led to the creation of the High
Crosses is understanding the nature of the early Christian church and how this was different
from other Christian traditions — in particular the unique Irish monastic expression. The impact
of changes in settlements, population densities and resulting social and economic concentrations

can be demonstrated to be related to cross development.

Chapter Five: Crosses and Orientation

The focus of this chapter is to investigate the medium choice of the High Cross form as public
monument. Why the specific morphology of the ringed cross was chosen over other forms of
public monument. This will involve developing an understanding of the usage of cross-slabs
and other freestanding stones in comparison to where we find High Crosses. The primary use of
non-Christian and Christian standing stones relate to human orientation on the landscape. The
High Cross symbolism, locations and iconography will be examined from the perspective of this
relationship of this orientation system and its representations. Furthermore, the complementarity
of the non-Christian Irish orentation symbolism and primary Christian symbolism and practices

will be explored in depth.



Introduction

Chapter Six: How the Crosses were Read: Layout and Interpretation

Whereas the previous two chapters focused on factors that effected medium choice, the
following two chapters focus on how the medium and the expression of the messages tailored
for local audiences. The following chapter seeks to identify and explore what considerations
were involved with tailoring how an Irish audience read the message. A significant challenge for
the early church in Ireland was how to communicate to a largely non-literate oral society. This
discussion highlights the function of the High Cross evolution as a message vehicle rather than
having a solely aesthetic function. The main innovation of the introduction of the panel to guide
the communication process - by separating narratives through frames — can be demonstrated to

be tailored for the needs of an oral audience.

Chapter Seven: What was being Read? The Nature of Communication

This chapter explores the form of the message that was being communicated on the High
Crosses and how this can be differentiated from other Christian cultures. This shall involve
establishing an underst anding of the Churches approach to communication in Ireland. In
particular, the role of the written word in teaching the Christian message to the broader public.
Additionally, the development of visual medium in terms of iconography and the role of the
clergy in developing this shall be explored. This shall establish the likelihood of the High Crosses
functioning as an educational intermediary between the preceding oral traditions and a religion of

(foreign) words.

Chapter Eight: The Eastern Aspiration

The previous chapters have explored the nature of the authors, the medium and the audience of
the High Crosses. The concluding chapter secks to explain why the High Crosses were built not
just in terms of the message that the church was trying to communicate or the needs of the
audience but why we find this particular expression of Cross form. An alternative explanation
for the adoption of the ringed cross form by reevaluating its symbolism based on the different
considerations covered in this study will be forwarded. The answer for why the High Crosses

were built can be found in the Irish expression of primary Christian symbolism from the east.
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Epilogue

The epilogue will review the findings of this thesis from the perspective the finished discussion.

Supplementary Research

In the process of formulating and researching this thesis, a database was created as a starting
point for understanding the diversity and decoration of the Irish High Crosses. This database
while fundamental to the learning process is not central to the discussion presented here. Some

of these findings have been appended to this document for use in related and future research.

Initially the focus of this database was the result of a broader area of investigation, aimed at
investigating the existence of non-Christian or ‘pagan’ figurative art in Ircland in the early
medieval period. The approach was to see standing stones in the early Christian period as a
neutral medium - a billboard — for potentially Christian and non-Christian messages. A database
was created using the photographic survey by Harbison— not actual observations of the High
Crosses. The 237 crosses were coded by morphology and the 1568 panels that make up the
collective corpus of High Cross decorations were analysed. This was not intended to replicate
Harbison’s study of the Christian iconography but to catalogue the non-iconographic features. It
involved looking at a diverse range of preternatural creatures and anthropomorphic figures that
are generally omitted from Harbison’s discussion, which shall be investigated from the
perspective of this thesis in future research. Additional detail of this data collection process is

provided in the Appendix.

This process caused a redefinition of the focus of this study to the High Crosses and the purpose
of their figurative ornament. A more detailed investigation of the High Cross as a neutral ‘bill
board’ proved that the symbolic anatomy and context of the crosses plays a vital role in their
purpose and interpretation. This investigation led to a change in perceptions from seeing them as
passive artefacts to active evolving participants in early Irish material culture. Where meaning
resides in how they were decoded rather than solely in the intentions of their authors. A more
promising line of enquiry for this study was the division of secular and spiritual messages on the

crosses and the role the cross itself had in the transmission of those messages.
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Chapter One: Early Christian Ireland

CHAPTER ONE: EARLY CHRISTIAN IRELAND

Before commencing an analysis and discussion of this thesis, it s useful to present a brief outline
of the historical, geographic, cultural, social and religious context that the High Crosses were
developed in. Broadly, this study focuses on the introduction of Christianity into Irish society
during the late Tron Age/early Christian period, from the fourth century through to the tenth
century A.D. It is primanly concerned with how the Irish church tailored its material messages
and teachings to the indigenous Irish audience. Specifically, the role of the Irish High Cross as a

tailored medium development aimed at the Irish people.

The introduction of Christianity had a more profound effect on Ireland than just a change of
belief systems. It was accompanied by cultural, economic, social and political changes. During
the pre-Christian period, there is little evidence of towns or villages. Cultural development
appears static until the ninth century when Christianity was firmly entrenched as the dominant
cultural and social force!. With the expansion of Christianity, there were changes in technology,
notably agricultural techniques (Mitchell 1976: 166-171; de Paor 1993: 24) and literacy (Hollinder
1974: 3; Stevenson 1989)2 The island also shows evidence of expanded trade and contact with
other cultures, notably from the east’. By the end of the ninth century, society had changed
from a society based on kinship to a system based around a social hierarchy*. This resulted in a
corresponding change from consumption of goods defined by symmetrical kinship relations, to a

system where the goods go to a dominant centre (Graham 1993a: 21).

The introduction of Christianity, directly or indirectly, sees the increased urbanisation of Ireland
from the fifth to the ninth century. The most significant development was the spread of large
monastic centres. The population is believed to have lived in ring forts (riths) of which up to

30,000 have been located (Mitchell 1976: 167; Richter 1988: 22; Swan 1988: 3). Estimates of

! Irish society before the seventh-century has been described as being in a state of flux with rapid changes
taking place (Warner 1988) but with no major cultural developments.

2 It is likely that some elements of Irish society were familiar with literacy before the introduction of
Christianity. Stevenson (1989:168) has suggested that Latin was in use in Ireland as early as the fourth
century. However, this would have been limited to the Irish ‘intelligentsia’ and those involved in
mercantile trades. She also suggests a vernacular lay literacy was in use as early as the seventh century. Itis
important to keep in mind that this does not suggest the mainstream use of the technology of the word
and Ireland at this time remained an essentially oral tradition. Urbanisation has been seen as providing the
incentive for record keeping and a change from an oral culture to a written one (Ong 1982: 86). So this
development while coinciding with the advent of Christianity might not be the only driver of its adoption.

3 Evidence of this contact shall be discussed in detail in the final chapter of this study.

1 The advent of Christianity also marks a move away from tribal conceptions of the social hierarchy of the
divinity of kings to a more secular definition of kingship (Warner 1988: 57). Understanding this change
and the role of the church in driving this secular change is important in understanding the context that
High Crosses were built in as shall be discussed.
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between 200,000 and 500,000 people were living on the island at this time (de Paor 1993: 23)5.
The distribution of the main sites can be compared in Maps 1, 2 and 3, Maps 4, 5, 6 and 7

outlines the physical features of Ireland.

Culturally, Ireland unlike its neighbour island Britain, had escaped direct occupation by the
Romans. This created unique issues for the Christian religion whose experience was in
converting societies of Roman traditions. We have little surviving evidence of the pre-Christian
belief system in Ireland (O Créinin 1995: 30-31). The early monastic Christians, who captured
this history from their own perspective, recorded much of what we do know. However, the

clerics are not thought to have employed ‘excessive censorship’ (Hickey 1976: 33).

Christian communities are believed to have been established in Ireland in the early fifth century,
possibly as eatly as the end of the fourth century (Edwards 1990: 99; De Paor 1993: 38)6. It has
been suggested that Christianity reached the south coast of Munster as a result of Irish contact
with the Roman coast of Britain (de Paor 1993: 35) which resulted in the interaction of peoples
and beliefs”. We also know that the Church in Rome, under Pope Celestine, felt that the timing
was appropriate to send the missionary Palladius to Ireland in AD 431 to help in the conversion
of the local peoples (O Créinin 1985: 17-18; de Paor 1993: 72-87). Other major early Christian
centres were established in the following century. Patrick is believed to have arrived around
460A.D, a generation after Palladius (Bourke 1993: 8)8.  Columba arrived in Iona in AD 563
(RCAHMS 1982: 12) and Ciaran founded Clonmacnois in AD 547 (Hicks 1980: 6). Insh
monasteries are though to have been established as early as the sixth century (Edwards 1990: 19;
Hurley 1982: 298-299; Cuppage 1986:25). This followed a monastic movement that was
spreading across the continent; this originated amongst the eastern desert fathers and moved
westwards though the Mediterranean. The monastery at Lérins is believed to have been very

influential in the development of monasticism and its transmission and dissemination?. The first

5 Alternatively, O Corriin (1989:21) has estimated a variable population between half-a-million and a
million people depending on factors such as famine and plague.

& Awareness of Christianity, exposure and practice are problematic to differentiate. A discussion that will
be explored in Chaprer Six is that ggam — an Irish script — indicates an awareness of Latin in its
development. This development has been dated as early as the beginning of the fourth century (McManus
1991) and the implications are clear in that Latin was the language of the Christian church.

7 Ogam evidence has linked the Munster Déisi to the Déisi in South-west Wales by the end to fourth century
A.D. (Richards 1960: 135; Thomas 1994a). Thomas (1994a:4) has also controversially suggested that by
the fourth and fifth centuries that Wales were both Christian and ‘romanitas’ and that Insh settlers as a
result of the raids and trade to Wales adopted these cultural , social and religious practices.

% Dumville presents a more detailed discussion of this revision of chronology from 432A.D. (1993: 39-43);
he also discussed the impact and influence of the cult of Patrick on later perceptions of Palladius (1993: 65-
84).

? Bowen (1972: 31) has suggested that Monasticism was ‘carried across the seas from South-west Wales
supported by evidence of ceramic links between Ireland, Western Britain and Gaul’. Details of interaction
between these regions based on ceramic evidence is detailed in Bowen (1972: 33-36) and Edwards (1990:
68-72)
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monasteries are found distributed in a wide band east-west through the middle of the island,
commonly on the province boundaries (Richter 1988: 50-51). The nature of the early Irish

church is analysed in more detail in Chapter Four.

THE HIGH CROSS TRADITION

Insh High Crosses belong to a broader generic group of freestanding stones found within the
insular regions. The High Cross is distinguished from other freestanding stones by having an
architectural form with: a base, a shaft, a ringed head that might be either a perforated or a solid
one-piece ring (Fig. 1). This distinctive design is located in Christian contexts corresponding

roughly with the distribution of monasteries (Flower 1954: 87-88).

The largest proportions of freestanding stones are the cross-slabs, of which there are two main
types: the upright-slab (Figs 2 & 3) and the recumbent-slab (Figs 4 & 5). Characteristically cross-
slabs were rectangular and rough-cut. Their ornament tends to be incised rather than relief-
carved. No definitive survey has yet been completed on these monuments, other than that of
Lionard (1960). The earliest cross-slabs appeared around the sixth century (Lionard 1960: 108-
109; 156). They continue with declining usage through to the twelfth century, though O Floinn

(1994: 257) believes that production continued through to the thirteenth century.

The site at Clonmacnois has the largest number of surviving cross-slabs in the insular region,
with several hundred stones in evidence today (Lionard 1960: 96); and believed to have had an
active production between c¢.700-c.1200 (Edwards 1984: 57). The second largest site is the
collection of stones at the monastery of lona (Fisher 1994: 41) where that there are about 100
carved stones dating to the eighth-century'’. Jona’s production levels would thus be similar to
other sites such as Inis Cealtra, Co. Clare, Glendalough, Co. Wicklow and other totally excavated

sites, Gallen, Co. Offaly, and St Berrihert’s Kyle, Co. Tipperary (RCAHMS 1982: 14).

The appearance of the slabs appears to vary more with individual sites than over time (Lionard
1960: 96). Many were decorated with crosses, a design that was particularly popular within the
eatly Christian artistic vocabulary. Some have incised designs of ringed crosses, the importance
of which will be discussed later. As Henry (1965: 118) stated, ‘the shape of the cross itself
participates in this more organised design . . . gradually the cross with which it is engraved or
carved seems to dictate the actual shape of the monument’ (Figs 6, 7, 8, 9). This development

might have been the impetus behind the desire to build the Irish High Crosses.

" Fisher (1994: 41) estimates this as a quarter of the west Scottish total.
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Notably, cross-slab production did not end when High Crosses construction commenced and
both were apparently produced concurrently on many sites.  High Crosses and slabs were
probably first produced at the same time, midway through the seventh century (Richter 1988:
93). Henry (1965) identified two main groups of upright cross-slabs, those with incised
ornament such as the cross-slab at Kilnassagart, Co. Armagh and the second group consisting of
low relief carvings'!.  Towards the end of the seventh century, cross-slabs became more
monumental which suggests that the shape had become as important as their decoration (Henry
1965: 117). This might reflect the i ncreasing demands of the Christian belief system and
represents the changing role of stone monuments at this time. Another consideration is that the

technology of the masons and their tools were also evolving,

The High Crosses are morphologically complex, distinguished by a change to a more plastic style
of decoration and adoption of architectural techniques (Fig. 1). The Irish High Cross has a
developed - usually pyramidal - base; a shaft; and a ringed crosshead. The term High Cross was
first used in the Annals of the Four Masters2. The High Cross appears to have developed
independently from the comparative cultural traditions within the insular region. English crosses,
while roughly contemporary (Henry 1965:132), differ in decoration, having vegetable scrolls with
or without animals in the foliage while Irish crosses have spirals, interlace and angular patterns.
The origins of the High Cross tradition will be discussed in more detail in following chapters but
many scholars believe that foreign cultures, in particular the east, were influential (Harbison 1992:

329; Henry 1940: 117, 132)"%. On the evidence available, the first freestanding stone crosses were

I The most commonly cited examples of the second group are the slabs of Drumbhallagh, Cardonagh and
Fahan Mura all in county Donegal. Each of these upright slabs is decorated on both sides (Henry 1965:
123-126; Richter 1988: 93). Henry (1951: 69) attributed this change in decoration to the influence of
Coptic sources on the Carndonagh slab while Richter (1988) has found similarities with the design of the
Book of Durrow. Henry (1965: 127-128) has dated the Fahan Mura slab to the second half of the seventh
century, because of the similarity of the broad double interlace with the Book of Durrow (Figs 10 & 11).
Nordenfalk (1947: 170) agrees with this dating. Contrary to this Laing & Laing (1993: 128) have found
similarities berween the Fahan Mura and Carndonagh slabs and the Scottish slab at Migvie, Aberdeenshire,
based on the treatment of the interlace patterns. They suggest that a date of the ninth century, rather than
the seventh century, would be more appropriate date for the Migvie slab; and consequently the Fahan
Mura slab. Alternatively, Stevenson (1956: 96; 1985: 92-95) has found parallels between the treatment of
the ‘elongated oval form” of the armpits at Fahan Mura and the Cross at Cargave, Yorks, and proposes a
Viking period date for the slab.  Edwards (1985: 396) supports Henderson (1967: 132) because of
similarities to Class-two Pictish slabs that it can be dated to the first half of the eighth century. Harbison
has(1986: 60-61) argued on stylistic grounds that the Fahan Mura slab was constructed much later than AD
800, placing it after the first High Crosses. While the exact chronology of the slab is unclear, a date at least
from the first half of the eighth cenrury is likely.

12 Historically the term High Cross was first used in the Awnals of the Four Masters. Under the year AD 957 it
states: “The Termon of Ciarain was burned this year, from the High Cross to the Sinainn, both corn and
mills’ (trans. O’Donovan 1851: Vol. II: 677). A caution about this reference is that the work was compiled
from eatlier sources in the 17" Century. Additionally, Kelly (1986: 55) has warned that it is sometimes
misleading to call the crosses ‘high’ because the majority are of a moderate height (see Data 103).

13 Henry thought that: “The origins of the Irish High Cross are probably complex and multiple, and this is
why an outside influence is less evident on them than in the case of English crosses and has been less often
suggested. This is also the reason that explains the great variety of appearance of the Irish crosses of the
eighth and beginning of the ninth centuries’ (1965: 134).
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developed over 50 years, from the middle of the eighth century. The more intensely decorated
and developed crosses, e.g. the ‘scriptural’ class of crosses would date from between the mid-

ninth to the eatly tenth centuries.

CONCLUSION

The Irish High Crosses were part of a broader tradition in Ireland of erecting standing stones.
The three main groups of standing stones were the recumbent cross-slabs, upright cross-slabs
and High Crosses. While their development commences with the introduction of Christianity,

there were pre-Christian traditions of erecting stone monuments.

The broader tradition of erecting freestanding crosses has been connected to the patronage of
local dynasties at the larger monastic sites. The cross-slabs appear in wider use and contexts.
The use and evolution of standing stones in Ireland appears to follow the pattern of developing
social, political, economic and religious factors. In terms of establishing a chronology for the
High Crosses, those with complex figurative ornament are assumed older than those limited to
aniconic decoration. However, there is little direct evidence with which to date the crosses!*, The
use of a petforated ring is perceived as a more mature art and reflects the use of better quality
stone. However, the distinctive form of the Irish High Cross is still an enigma. Possible reasons

for the development of this form shall be discussed in the following chapter.

14 Epigraphic evidence from the few inscriptions found on High Crosses have been correlated to kings
names in the Annals (Harbison 1999), which shall be discussed in more detail in Chapter Seven.
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LITERATURE SURVEY

There are two main areas of research into Insh High Crosses that are relevant to this thesis:
studies that focus on investigating their origins and those that discuss possible models for their
construction. This section will provide a brief review the historical progression of research on
the Irish High Crosses in order to place these themes and their discussion within a scholarly
context.  Chapter Two will investigate and discuss the most relevant studies to this thesis in

more detail.

Historical Overview

The first scholarly studies of the High Crosses were written towards the end of the nineteenth
century. The more notable studies were those completed by Petrie (1845) and Stokes (1894) who
identified the location of certain crosses and provided the initial translations of their inscriptions.
They also provided some of the first iconographic interpretations of the figurative decorations.
These studies and many subsequent ones were limited by their access to an accurate record of

High Cross numbers and detailed depictions of the crosses and associated standing stones.

Romilly Allen (1903) was one of the first to attempt to identify a more regional foundation for
the presence and development of standing stones in an investigation of Scottish stones. His
work also provided key insights into the iconography and geometric decorations on these
crosses. Amongst his conclusions were that the Irish Crosses were later in development than the
English or Scottish examples, a view that Collingwood (1926) supported. Collingwood (1927)
later produced the most detailed survey of early British crosses until the ‘Corpus of Anglo-Saxon

Stone Sculpture in England’ (Vol.1 Cramp 1984 & Vol.2 Bailey and Cramp 1988)

The next major contributions to the study of High Crosses were the surveys completed by Henry
Crawford. In a series of papers for the JRSAI (1907, 1908, 1918, 1927) he started the first
descriptive lists that combined to create the most complete database of the High Crosses until
recent times. His publication of Irish Carved Ornament (1926), with its retouched photographs and
scene identifications, was a major contribution to the broader study of the iconography of the
High Crosses. Kingsley Porter (1931) produced the next notable survey of the High Crosses,
which also focused on their figurative sculpture. His work sought to place the Irish sculptural
traditions within a broader continental context as well as illuminating shared iconographic

themes.
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Francoise Henry had arguably the most profound impact on the study of the Irish High Crosses
and Irish art with the publication of several works (1933, 1940, 1964, 1965, 1967). Her eatly
works provided for the first time a detailed analysis of the crosses, their decoration, usage and
chronology. Henry was also able to place their development within an Irish context and to
demonstrate their relationships with other arts and media of the time. The importance and
impact of Henry’s views will be discussed in more detail below. Around the same time period

Sexton (1946) produced a useful summary of studies on Irish figure sculpture of this period.

Helen Roe (1945, 1960, 1965) advanced the discussion of the origins of the ‘unique’ ringed head
form by investigating the Christian symbolism behind the device. She was also amongst the first
to focus on the symbolism of other elements of the High Cross form, in addition to the ringed
head. Her conclusions that the High Cross form can be directly linked to the Holy Sepulchre in
Jerusalem has influenced many subsequent studies into the origins, popularity and usage of the

device. Roe provided two detailed studies on the crosses of Ossory (1962) and Kells (1959).

The role of Iona in the creation of the Irish High Crosses was investigated and refined by
Stevenson (1956). He expanded the discussion of the relationship and development of the cross-
slabs and High Crosses. In the process, he challenged some of the chronology that Henry had
established for Irish Crosses. Harbison (1979) has also challenged the chronology established by
Henry by reinterpre ting some of the inscriptions upon which her dates rest. I shall discuss this
debate over the chronology of the crosses below. Additionally, Stevenson provided and
expanded on the reconstruction of the St John’s cross, Iona by Macalister (1928). Robertson
(1975) investigated the construction and decorative techniques used at Iona in detail. He
expanded on our understanding of the relationships of wooden and stone cross forms and with
the decorative techniques used on other media of the time. The similarity between the carved
ornament of Ireland, JTona and Pictland has been explored and verified by Henderson (1982,
1986, 1987 & 1993). The development and role of the crosses at lona were revisited by the
detailed publication of the RCAHMS (1982). These reconstructions at Tona are fundamental to

our understanding of the evolution of the High Cross form and its variations.

There are also important studies into concurrent freestanding stone traditions published at this
time. Lionard (1960) significantly expanded upon the study of recumbent and upright cross-
slabs. He provided a detailed study of their provenance, decoration, inscriptions and
chronology's. A later study of the County Galway cross-slabs by Higgins (1987) focusing on the

ornamental decoration and inscriptions of standing stones in this region has contributed

15 Swift (1994) has effectively challenged Lionard’s reliance on the Annals for his chronology. A more
detailed discussion of epigraphic evidence found on the crosses is conducted in Chapter Seven,
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significantly to the understanding o f cross-slab content and regional differences in their use. The
role and development of the cross-slabs was explored further by Hamlin (1982b), who linked the
content of their decoration with their context, in particular exploring the use and significance of
ogam and chi-rho symbols incised on standing stones from within a Christian context. The
correlation between inscribed crosses and ggam on standing stones in Ireland and Britain has also
been explored by Charles Thomas (1971, 1973a, 1973b, 1987, 1994a) who came to a different
conclusion believing ggaz are found in primarily pagan contexts. McManus (1991) has completed
an extensive study of the ogam script and their use on standing stones. He provides a useful
synthesis of preceding views on their role and a compelling explanation of the scripts origins and
usage in an Irish Christian context. The production of cross-slabs in the largest workshop at
Clonmacnois has been discussed by Hicks (1980) and directly connected with specific Connacht

kings by their decoration and form (O Floinn 1994).

Nancy Edwards (1983) completed a comprehensive study of the distinctive Ahenny and
Kilkieran Crosses, Ossory that encompassed a discussion of their decoration, construction and
the techniques that might have been employed. She also provided a detailed analysis of their
iconography and suggested a possible chronology for the crosses. In a later study on the origins
of freestanding stone crosses in Ireland, Edwards (1985) provides a useful summary and analysis
of the cross-slab and High Cross traditions and their relationships. This also includes an
explanation of the development of the freestanding crosses in Ireland from wooden crosses to
sculptural forms. She was able to establish the High Crosses as a local Irish development that
initially employed outside techniques in their construction. Edwards also conditionally supported
Roe’s (1965) associations of the High Cross form with eastern models and Henry’s (1965)
associations of cross-slab forms with Coptic grave-slab shapes. The implications of the nature of

the eastern connection shall be discussed in more detail in the concluding chapter.

While the majority of scholarly attention has been focused on the more ‘interesting’ perforated
crosses, Kelly (1986) has comprehensively investigated the role and description of solid ringed
crosses. She introduced the first statistical breakdown of these less decorated crosses and made
key distinctions between the distributions and relationships of solid and perforated forms of
High Crosses. Her later (1991) study of possible models for the High Cross form offered
insights into the prototypes of High Crosses and their construction. She was able to
convincingly identify four possible wooden prototypes and their skeuomorphic features present
on stone versions. However, her conclusions regarding the symbolic inspirations for these
models are debated in this thesis. Kelly continued her exploration of the construction of the
High Crosses in 1996 with a study of the metrical and design characteristics of some Columban

High Crosses. Amongst other findings, this has shed light into the use of geometry in their
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design. Her conclusions and connections to techniques used in the construction of Gospel pages
concur with other studies into the decoration techniques in Irish Art (Gelly 1994; Ryan 1994,
Stevick 1994 & 1991, Robertson 1975)

Some of the preceding scholars have noted the possibility of eastern influences in the
development of the High Cross form and decoration of Irish standing stones. Richardson has
extensively explored the links between the cross form, biblical symbolism and early eastern
Christian architecture in a series of articles. Her first published study (1984a) investigated the
concept of the High Cross and its likely origins. Building on Roe’s (1945) identification of the '
Holy Sepulcher as a likely model, Richardson developed a credible interpretation of the capstones
of some High Crosses as being the Anastasis itself. She was also amongst the first to explore
these eastern connections in any detail, presenting a persuasive connection between the artistic
traditions of Ireland, Georgia and Armenia during this time. This theme of study was further
explored in two further articles in 1987 and 1994. However, as will be discussed below, there
are factors not considered in Richardson’s conclusions that might necessitate a reconsideration of
the way these influences manifested themselves in early Christian Irish art. In 1990, with Scarry,
she produced an evidential survey documenting for the first time four faces of the more
decorative crosses. This addressed the limitations of earlier works that tended to illustrate only
the east and west faces of crosses. The work also offered a synthesis of the iconographic themes
of these crosses. However, this work has been overshadowed by Peter Harbison’s The High

Crosses of Ireland: An Iconographic and Photographic Survey (1992).

Harbison’s survey for the first time presents a comprehensive photographic survey of the
decorative High Crosses accompanied with an iconographic interpretation of the figurative
scenes. The photographic survey makes available detailed photography of all decorated sides of
237 crosses and fragments. This survey is limited in that it omits some undecorated crosses,
crosses that are not of a certain height and bases without crosses are not identified. The merits
of the iconographic survey are best reviewed on a panel-by-panel basis but Harbison provides a
detailed summary of previous scholarly identification before asserting his own views. Other

implications of this work will be covered in the proceeding literature survey.

There have been many other specific studies into regional groups of Crosses that have
contributed to the understanding of the High Crosses. The Ossory group (Roe 1962; Edwards
1983), the Clonmacnois Crosses (Hicks 1980), the Tihilly Crosses (de Paor 1987), the Blackwater
Crosses (Hamlin 1994). Hamlin (1987b) also provided the most comprehensive survey of the
mention of crosses from primary literary sources. Outside of Ireland, notable studies into

standing stones have been completed at Tona (RCAHMS 1982), on Anglo-Saxon sculpture and
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standing stones (Cramp 1984), on ecarly Christian stones at Wales (Nash Williams 1950).
Archaeological surveys of County Down (HMSO 1966), the Dingle Peninsula (1986), County
Louth (Buckley & Sweetman 1991) and the Iveragh Peninsula (O’Sullivan & Sheehan 1996) have
all be useful in investigating the context of crosses for this study.  There have also been wide

varieties of smaller papers that have contributed to this corpus of knowledge on High Crosses
detailed in the bibliography.
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CHAPTER TWO: FORM AND SYMBOLISM

It is the purpose of this chapter to explore the evolution of the High Cross form from two main
perspectives: the structural evolution of its form and the development of and incorporation of its
symbolism. There have been a series of key studies of the both the cross-slabs and High Crosses
that investigate different aspects of their development. The following section will provide a review

of the most relevant studies to the investigation of this thesis.

There are three main areas of scholatly research concerned with the genesis and evolution of the
High Cross morphology: a possible preceding wooden tradition, the effect this had on their
translation into stone and the development of the High Crosses as an independent tradition. All of
these factors can be shown to have been influenced by symbolic considerations - as well as structural

— especially once they appear as a more established and independent tradition.

OVERVIEW

Much of the research of the High Crosses has been limited by access to accurate numbers, detailed
descriptions and depictions. Stokes’ 1894 (1894: 1) survey identified only 45 Irish High Crosses.
Crawford (1907, 1908, 1918) conducted the most comprehensive survey after this, accounting for
270 crosses; these lists do include some later examples. Henry (1964: 13) started to construct a
chronology in her survey: identifying 60 or 70 crosses that belonged to the pre-Romanesque period
(before the twelfth-century). She suspected there might have been around 300 crosses including
fragments (1964: 13-14) and speculates that ‘once several thousands are likely to have existed’. Kelly
in her survey of cross morphology agrees with Henry’s figure of around 300 extant crosses (1986:
54). Richardson & Scarry (1990: 12) were more consetvative than this enumerating ‘just under three
hundred crosses or the remains of crosses, and many of these are plain without a ring’. Peter
Harbison (1992) has completed the most comprehensive survey and major contribution to the Irish
High Crosses to date, with a corpus of some 237 crosses and fragments. This survey is limited by the
parameters of Harbisons primary focus - on iconography. Undecorated crosses below his cut-off
height are not covered unless they are over 1.50m in height. The survey also does not cover bases

that do not have shafts or heads.

! This figure is hard to substantiate with the current records; however, a comprehensive survey of cross bases
without crosses remains uncompleted, which would give a better indication of total numbers.

28



Chapter Two: Form & Symbolism

The morphology of the crosses and their decoration in terms of subject matter and expertise in
execution is highly differentiated from site to site. When looking at their form High Crosses appear
to vary as much spatially as chronologically. They are found in clusters and are in some cases
assumed products from the same workshop. Solid-ringed High Crosses, rather than those with
perforated heads, represent the largest proportion of surviving crosses: each type is found in

distinctly different areas (Kelly 1986: 57). (Compare Data 5-10)

Richardson & Scarry (1990: 17-18) have suggested a plausible rough chronology for the High Crosses
in four stages. The first stage is the Ahenny or Ossory group of crosses with largely geometric
ornament. The second stage of development is seen as a transitional one where scenes that are more
biblical (iconic) are incorporated into the decoration, e.g. South Cross, Clonmacnois and Cross of
Patrick and Columba, Kells. The third stage is the apex of High Cross decoration that is the group
of 30 Scripture Crosses. The final phase of crosses is later, dating to the eleventh and first half of the
twelfth century. (Illustrated in Fig. 12) This correlation of figurative decoration (and technical ability)

over time also marks a corresponding evolution of the symbolism of the cross form.

In order to understand the development of the High Cross symbolism it is important to be aware of
what marks the evolution of the cross form. While there are common morphological features across
the corpus of crosses, even when looking at the most developed forms of these crosses, there is a
notable differentiation in their construction. Since this study seeks to identify the extent and nature
of eastern influences — morphologically and symbolically — on the High Crosses a modular approach
has been taken to this discussion of their form. This will facilitate a clear comparison with various
eastern traditions and the more accurate isolation of symbolic elements and themes. The first part of
this chapter will discuss the development of the cross form in the context of wood, metal and stone.
The second part of this chapter will focus on the symbolism that is associated with the different

cross forms and their structural elements found in Ireland at this time.

THE IRISH HIGH CROSS: FROM WOOD TO STONE

A primary concern of this study is the development of the stone Irish High Cross medium; however,
there is evidence of a preceding, possibly concurrent, wooden tradition?. Evidence for wooden

crosses on a monumental scale, in both Britain and Ireland, is derived from two written sources:

2 There was also likely to have been wooden antecedents for other ‘standing stones’: the recumbent and upright
cross-slabs which will not be discussed in detail in this study. Wooden and stone monuments may have
coexisted over the creation-span of the High Crosses (Harbison 1988: 158-160).
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Bede’s Ecvlesiastical History & Adomnan’s Life of Colmeille. Bede tells of the raising of a wooden cross
by Oswald at Heavenfield in A.D. 633:

The place is still shown today and is held in great veneration where Oswald, when he was
about to engage in battle, set up the sign of the holy cross and on bended knees, prayed to
God to send heavenly aid to His worshippers in their dire need. In fact it is related that when
a cross had been hastily made and the hole dug in which it was to stand, he seized the cross
himself in the ardour of his faith, placed it in the hole, and held it upright with both hands
until the soldiers had heaped up the earth and fixed it in position (HE III.2, trans. Colgrave
& Mynors 1969: 214-215).

In erecting a cross, it is not clear whether Oswald started this tradition or if he was following an Irish
practice. It is possible that Oswald had been to Iona and seen the wooden crosses erected there
(Edwards 1985: 399). Higgitt (1986 : 142) is in agreement with this view and suggests the influence of
the Irish church, making the point that Oswald had been exiled in Ireland so he might have been
following Irish examples of worship. Furthermore, Rollason (1989: 26) believes this influence of the
Irish church was more established, claiming that Oswald had converted to Christianity while in
Ireland and his erecting of a cross might indicate a continuation of an Irish tradition®. An additional
account of a wooden cross is documents by Adomnan: ‘In that place a cross that was later fixed in a
mill-stone is seen, standing by a roadside, even today’ (trans. Anderson and Anderson 1961: 522-23).
The cross that was fixed into the millstone is generally accepted as wooden (Kelly 1991: 105). It is

also possible that this tradition of wooden crosses was inspited by other traditions from the east*.

It has been suggested that smaller wooden crosses were used as templates on later slabs, from which
designs were incised (O Riordain 1947b: 111-112, Lionard 1960: 139). These have been inferred
either from points at the ends of shafts (Fig. 35a) or from pommel-like endings (Fig. 35b). The
pointed crosses would have been erected to mark or commemorate events and the pommel-like
shafts might have been processional or pectoral crosses carried in a holster, e.g. as it shown in a later
scene in Fig. 36. On the north side of the base of the North Cross, Ahenny there is a figure that
appears to catrying a ringed cross in a procession (Hickey 1955, PL XXIV, 3.).

3 There are similarities that can be drawn between this account of Oswald’s erection of the cross symbol and
the vision of a cross symbol by Constantine, both to win battles and establish Christianity. This will be
discussed in more detail later in this study. However, this suggests in emulating a pivotal Christian moment
that either Oswald — possibly Bede — were evoking parallels of this kind. If the historical account were correct
then Oswald would have been exposed and aware of Christian history and the significance of the ritual.

* Adomnin records, in De Locs Sanctis, the marking of the location, on the river Jordan, where Christ was
baptised by John with a wooden cross (Meehan 1983: 86-87). The eastern connection will be discussed in
more detail later in this chapter.
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Archaeological evidence of this wooden tradition is limited. There may have been an established
timber tradition that was a precursor to stone pillars in Ireland (Edwards 1985: 399; Waddell 1982:
26; Kelly 1991: 106). Kelly (1991: 120) has suggested that Iona could have played a significant role in
the dissemination of the concept of the freestanding cross in wooden form. However, we know that
Tona’s local wood supplies were depleted by the sixth century from pollen analysis. It is a doubtful
that there was enough wood left over from the construction of dwellings. Ho wever, timber had been
brought over 75km from the mainland since the late seventh century (Fisher 1994: 35). These

supplies might have been sufficient for crosses®.

The shift from wood to stone could have happened for any of a number of reasons. It could have
been a response to continental trends. Kitzinger (1940: 37) has proposed, in the seventh century
churches adopted the ‘southern manner' and that this led to monumental stone worksS. Working in
stone would have given permanence to the church that may not have been apparent before. This
view is supported by Thomas (1973b: 15), who claims that stone crosses replaced the wooden ones
when ecclesiastical architecture shifted from timber to stone. It seems that there was a conscious
decision by the church to build in stone. It is also possible that there were symbolic associations -
both non-Christian” and Christian® - that were driving this change. However, there is no reason to
discount a view that a tradition of wooden crosses may have continued concurrently with stone
crosses. It is unlikely these wooden markers would have survived to this day (Mytum 1992: 97). The
stone bases without surviving crosses might be evidence of this: wooden crosses could have been

placed in the empty sockets.

Iona is a possible place of origin for the Irish High Cross tradition (Stevenson 1956: 85-86; De Paor
1987: 149; Laing & Laing 1993: 148). It has fourteen surviving freestanding stone crosses and eight
cross bases and shafts (RCAHMS 1982: 14, Nos. 80-93). The origin of the ringed head and its

incorporation into a monumental stone cross design at Iona has been discussed from different

5 Quality wood was also rare in Ireland with evidence that law protected trees as early as the seventh century
(Binchy 1971: 156-159; Mitchell 1976: 177; Kelly 1986: 108-109). Sacred trees are given special status in the
Ancient Laws of Ireland (1895: 477).

¢ The Council of Epaona in AD 517 (Lionard 1961: 136) forbade the consecrations of wooden altars, which led to
altars being developed in stone.

7 Stones had pre-Christian associations: tied into Irish pre-Christian rituals, such as the standing stone Lia Fai/
at Tara (Davidson 1992: 28; Tilley 1996: 174; O Riordiin 1957: 15 PL; Eliade 1958, 1959), which is discussed in
more detail below.

8 In the Bible: 1Pe: 2:5: ‘Ye also, as lively stones, are built up a spiritual house, an holy priesthood, to offer up
spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ’. The Messiah is also referred to as stone in several
passages (Ps. 118: 22; Isa.28:16; Matt. 21:42; Acts 4:11). The metaphoric relationship between the church and
rock is also found in Mt: 16:18: ‘And [ say also unto thee, that thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my
church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it’. The very presence of monumental structures in stone
would have changed the socio-cultural associations and perceptions of the material format.
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perspectives.  Stevenson (1956: 89) believed that the ring could have evolved in Pictland under the
influence of Hiberno-Saxon culture, particularly Northumbrian. He points out that the arms of the
St John’s cross (Figs 13, 14) are concave and not parallel and suggests that this is fairly direct
imitation of the normal North British crosshead e.g. the Ruthwell cross, ¢.700 AD. However, it
should be noted that if a Northumbrian attist traveled to Iona the work is not an imitation but
original work under new direction. The Northumbrian experimentation resulted, at least by the
second half of the eighth century, in carved decorated slabs with ringed cross in relief, e.g. the slabs
at Glamis and Aberlemno (Figs 17, 18). Stevenson has drawn parallels between the treatment of the
armpits on these relief slabs and the freestanding Iona’s St Oran’s High Cross (Fig. 16). In relation, it
has been suggested that freestanding stones were pioneered at the Columban foundations at both
Kells and Tona during the late eighth and early ninth century (Hamlin 1994: 193). T he earliest crosses
at Tona were the St John’s (Fig. 13), St Martin’s (Figs 19, 20) and St Oran’s (Fig. 16) (Laing & Laing
1993: 148). Furthermore, Laing & Laing (1993: 151) believe that all three crosses show affinities to

two experimental crosses at Ahenny, Co. Tipperary.

The RCAHMS survey, on the Iona settlement (1982: 16), endorses a connection between Pictish art
and the decoration of Tona crosses. However, the High Crosses at Iona do not have the panels,
which are differentiating characteristics of the Irish High Crosses. Harbison (1992: 325) has
pointed out that the iconographic decoration of the Tona crosses are not coherently arranged, as one
would have expected if they were to be the examples for the Irish crosses. He also believes that, ‘the
flatter style of carving on St Martins cross is more likely to have been adapted from, rather than led
up to, the high relief sculpture of the Kells crosses which is probably closer in style to the original
models on which sculpture is based’. However, the skills necessary to construct a High Cross and
those necessary to decorate it, might not have been invested in the one sculptor. Kelly (1993b), in an
investigation of the morphology and ornament of the Crosses of Argyll, believes that the western
Scottish and Tona crosses are closer to the Irish constructions than Northumbrian or Anglo-Saxon
freestanding crosses are. She suggests (1993b: 227; Fig. 27.10), ‘it seems appropriate, therefore, to
envisage an enlarged province, comprising Ireland and the south-west of Scotland”. Considering the
correlations in design between these crosses, it is likely that Kelly is correct in grouping these regions;
however, there is still considerable differentiation in their construction, which will be discussed

below.

9 Nieke and Dunkan (1988:6) support this perspective of viewing Ireland and Northern Britain as one district.
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SKEUOMORPHS: INFLUENCE OF CARPENTRY MODELS

Many connections have been made between the features of the eatly stone crosses and their early
wooden models. The earliest crosses at Iona appear to have clear connections to wooden
predecessors!’. The freestanding crosses were a new tradition of stone monument borrowing more
from architectural construction than from the slabs that accompanied them on the landscape. The
crosses were constructed from stone pieces, usually from local stone. On some of the larger crosses,
we find the composition divided into three or more pieces.  Crosses constructed from more than
one piece of stone were joined together by mortise and tenon joints. There is some debate on the
change and evolution of these techniques. This distinction is important in the way that we analyse

the decoration of the crosses and their purpose.

There is general agreement that the main evidence of wood working techniques migrating to stone is
the use of the mortise and tenon joint, which is likely to have been adapted from carpentry (Kelly
1991: 120-121; Stalley 1996: 11). Tenons facilitated an expansion in the dimensions of the crosses as
taller crosses often utilised an additional piece of stone.  There has been a supposition that the St
Martins cross at Iona (Figs 19, 20) might have had wooden extensions on its arms (Stevenson 1956:
86) but stone arms could have been damaged or relocated, or that the cross might have had a design

flaw 1n its transom. The use of tenons is particularly evident in the construction other Iona crosses

(Figs 15, 23, 24) (Stevenson 1956: 87, Fig. 1; Robertson 1975: 115).

Kelly (1991) has convincingly argued that stone crosses were skeuomorphs!! of their wooden
predecessors, with several elements of carpentry being retained in the stone versions. This view has
been supported by Hamlin (1994: 187), who reported that on the Tynan Village Cross from the
Blackwater Group, the arm of a cross appears chamfered into a chisel shape, a technique clearly
borrowed from carpentry. Additionally, Harbison (1992: 345) believes the Toureen Peakaun Cross,

Cashel Cross and Drumcliff Cross all demonstrate influences from carpentry prototypes!'2.

10 Some cross-slabs are also thought to have had wooden predecessors, e.g. the cross-slabs indicated by O
Riorddin (1947a: 108) and at Tona (Stevenson 1956: 86) and a tall slab at Caher Island (Herity 1995: 127).

! Richardson defines this term: ‘skeuomorph is normally the result of obsolescence. A feature remains frozen
in its original form when it has lost its meaning and applies to a set of circumstances that are no longer
relevant’ (1994: 177).

12 The retention of woodworking techniques in stone was not restricted to the High Crosses. Farly stone
buildings show similar characteristics (Ralegh Radford 1977: 3; O Riordain 1947b: 110). Harbison suggested
that the stone Gallarus oratory (Fig. 37) was a stone version of a wooden bechive hut (1970: 49). The change
to stone buildings occurred at the same time of the Viking incursions, perhaps because they were more
tesistant to raids, but Ralegh Radford (1977: 4) points out that that stone and wooden churches were built next
to each other. It is likely then, as with the High Crosses, that the medium of masonry borrowed some
characteristics of carpentry. However, stone churches were not standard until the eleventh century (Harbison
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The RCAHMS (1982: 17) survey of Iona differs on the level of dependence on wooden ‘prototypes’,
in discussing the St John’s cross. It states that the St John’s cross has, ‘a composite ring based on the
familiar techniques of carpentry, but not imitating an actual wooden cross’.  Another consideration
here is the modular nature of Irish High Crosses; this means that crosses, that were either damaged
or moved around, are now found as hybrids, e.g. Tuam Cross, Co. Galway, Clogher Cross, Co.
Tyrone and Clones Cross, Co. Monaghan (Stalley 1996: 7). (Data 20 summarises that state of the
crosses detailed in the IHCPS). In some crosses, it is not known whether mortise and tenons were

used (Mc Guire and Clark 1987: 44).

An innovative attempt to identify the predecessors and extent of influence of these wooden crosses
on stone crosses has been made by Dorothy Kelly (1991) in a key study on the morphology of early
Irish crosses. Kelly (1991: 107-127) convincingly argues for four distinct preceding wooden crosses
that sculptors borrowed from in order to construct the stone crosses. These skeuomorphic groups
are shown in the following diagrams: Group 1 (Figs 25, 26), Group 2 (Figs 27, 28), Group 3 (Figs 29,
30), Group 4 (Fig. 31). The most striking group she has identified is Group 4, which accounts for
the more developed form of the Ahenny (ringed) crosses:
In the interpretation of these crosses which recognises them as skeuomorphs of wooden
plank-built crosses with three upright elements to their structures, this may be explained as a
functional feature, a method of securing the outer element to the central section of the
original, perhaps by the means of a rivet or bolt driven through the projecting wooden
tongue (Kelly 1991: 116) (see Figs 33, 34).
The distribution of these four types is illustrated in Map 8. As part of this construction Kelly (1991:
129) believes that the capstones played an important part in the transfer from a wooden prototype
consisting of three vertical planks bolted together (represented by bosses). The capstones would
have kept these together at the top supporting the boss rivets. Furthermore the ‘the use of a solid
block of wood, particularly roof-or-house-shaped, at the top of a plank-built structure would have
two advantages, providing run-off of rain and covering the raw edges of the plank at that point’. The
broader implications and possible meanings of the capstone will be discussed in more detail below.
While Kelly’s models are convincing some of her conclusions regarding the symbolism of the High

Crosses and motivations for their construction, are challenged in the second part of this chapter.

1970: 49) and Harbison suggests that in the case of the Gallarus oratory it is a later development, as does
Fanning (1981: 150-151).
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SKEUOMORPHS: EVIDENCE OF METAL MODELS

There is also some consensus that features and techniques of metalwork were carried over to the
some stone Cross versions. However, instead of being modelled on larger wooden crosses, the
influence was likely to have been from smaller portable metal varieties. Henry (1933: 164-165) was
amongst the first to establish that the Irish Crosses were based on metal prototypes. She later (1965:
140-141) compared Irish metalwork with the Ossory and Clonmacnois High Crosses, which she saw
as, ‘processional crosses or reliquary crosses turned into stone monuments’ (1940: 134)'3. This
feature of the High Crosses has been taken up and developed by other scholars. Robertson (1975:
115-116) in analysing the St John’s Cross, Iona, has been able to convincingly identify a circular
pattern also found on Irish Crosses. He believes that this reflects a wood worker’s technique being
carved in true relief. This can be compared to the Ahenny Crosses where the more incised execution
of the same pattern reflects metalwork techniques (see Fig. 41). There is some consensus that the
influence of metalwork includes sheet-metal covered wooden crosses: suggesting some crosses were
covered with bronze sheets etched with figures and designs and fastened to the wood with studs (O
Riordain 1947b: 112-113; Harbison 1977: 283; Scherman 1981: 316, Richardson 1984a: 129; 1994:
177-178; de Paor 1987: 149. It is also possible to find the influence of metalwork on cross-slabs'4.
Edwards (1985: 401), from her detailed study of the Ossory crosses, agrees with Henry about the
Ahenny crosses and says they ‘have the striking appearance of being metalwork crosses carved in
stone’, but she cautions that ‘there are no definite early examples of metal work crosses until the
Cross of Cong c. 1233’ (Fig. 43). = However, Harbison (1992: 346) has plausibly compared the
eighth-century Rupertus cross from Bischofshofen, Austria, a wooden cross with applied gilt copper
decoration (Fig. 42), to the panels on the South Cross at Ahenny, where the eastern face has bosses

he believes these were modelled on glass or enameled studs (Fig. 38).

Kelly (1991: 131) has expanded on the possible sources of influential metalwork, comparing the

construction of reliquary boxes to the bosses and panels on the High Crosses. Reliquary crosses

13 O Riorddin (1947b: 109-111) endorsed this vi